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THE PROPOSED REFORMS IN POOR LAW 
ADMINISTRATION. 


For centuries the Poor Law was the only source of public 
assistance, though voluntary charities for sickness, unemployment 
and poverty have always been a prominent feature of social life 
in this country. Efforts to. co-ordinate public and voluntary 
relief were introduced by Lord Goschen in the eighteen-sixties, 
but it was not until the close of the nineteenth century and the 
opening of this, that other forms of public assistance administered 
by different public bodies were brought into evidence. These 
included the feeding and medical care of school children, old age 
and widows’ and war pensions and children’s allowances, health 
and unemployment assistance through a National Insurance 
scheme. The Majority and Minority Reports of the Poor Law 
Commission of 1909 were agreed in believing that the time was. 
ripe for. the reconstruction of public assistance, and both recom- 
mended the abolition of Boards of Guardians and of Poor Law 
Unions. The case for the co-ordination of all forms of public 
assistance is much stronger to-day than it was in 1909 owing to. 
new forms of relief brought into existence by the war and the 
rapid development of National Social Insurance. There are, 
however, many difficulties to be overcome in arriving at the most 
perfect scheme of co-ordination. The effect of proposed changes 
on the service of women we discuss elsewhere. Labour disputes 
last year have revealed two further grave difficulties in the way of 
reform—(1) the unequal nature of the burden of poor relief falling 
_ of course most heavily where it can least be borne, and (2) reckless. 
administration in some areas. It is possible that those difficulties 
would be minimised by the proposed transfer of duties, and that 
a County or County Borough area and Council could shoulder the 
burden more successfully than an ad hoc authority. On the other 
hand, it has been suggested that the only solution is to abandon 
the principle of local administration altogether and hand over the 
task of. public..assistance to the State. ~The Government will 
in all probability introduce a Bill next session. It is therefore 
important that women should study the subject in order to follow 
intelligently any fresh proposals which may be put before the 
country. 
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The Proposals of the Ministry of Health. 


The question of Poor Law Reform has been prominently 
before the country since 1909, when the Royal Commission on the 
Poor Laws reported in favour of the Abolition of Boards of 
Guardians and of the Poor Law Union, and recommended the 
transfer of all the functions of Poor Law Authorities to the County 
and County Borough Councils. 


Shortly before the close of the War, a Departmental Com- 
mittee of which Sir Donald Maclean was chairman was appointed 
to consider the problem of ‘‘ better co-ordination of public 
assistance in England and Wales’’; and this Committee also 
recommended that the work of Guardians should be transferred 
to Local Authorities and distributed among the existing com- 
mittees of County and County Borough Councils, who were also 
to appoint a new Home Assistance Committee in each area for the 
purpose of making grants in money and of kind in the home. 


The Proposals which the Minister of Health has now laid 
before Local Authorities are in general agreement with the 
recommendations of the Maclean Committee, and they are on the 
following lines :— 


GENERAL 


Boards of Guardians are to be abolished and their present 
powers and duties relating to the relief of the poor, the apprentice- 
ship of poor children, emigration, and vaccination, are to be 
transferred to the County and County Borough Councils. Pro- 
perty now held by Boards of Guardians, including all institutions, 
and the present staff, is to be transferred to these authorities. 
Provision will be made for the usual compensation in the case of 
displacement of staff, and also for adjustment of liabilities in 
connection with property in cases where the union extends into 
-two or more local areas. 


In the case of the able-bodied, relief in the future will be 
limited and considered in relation with Unemployment Insurance. 


Under the proposed scheme the “‘ area of settlement of the 
chargeable poor’’ will be the County or the County Borough in 
place of the Parish or the Union of Parishes. Arrangements will 
be made by which two or more Counties or County Boroughs can 
make joint use of hospitals and other institutions, and in the event 
of the duties proving too heavy for the existing Council, applica- 
tion may be made to the Ministry of Health for the membership 
of the Council to be enlarged, or for provision to be made for the 
addition of persons who are not members of the Council to Com- 
mittees and Sub-Committees. 


If the Boards of Guardians are abolished, the County Borough 
Council will be the sole local government authority within its own 
area, and it will carry out the new duties in the manner best suited 
to local conditions and requirements. The county area presents 
a different problem, and under the proposed scheme the County 
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Council will be primarily responsible for all work transferred to 
them from Guardians. The work will be carried on by existing 
or new committees and, where necessary, with the aid of local sub- 
committees formed of county councillors, or partly of county 
councillors and of representatives of the non-county boroughs 
and district councils in the locality. In some cases the County 
Council may delegate special services, such as work connected 
with education or maternity and child welfare, to a Borough or 
District Council, provided the latter is willing to undertake them 
and is already carrying on some similar service. 


LONDON 

It is proposed in London that the County Council shall have 
complete responsibility for all relief, i.e. ‘‘ home assistance, 
including domiciliary medical relief,’’ and for the institutions, in 
addition to carrying on the services which are now administered 
by the Metropolitan Asylums Board. The L.C.C. is to have a 
general supervision of the health services in the county, and it 
will be its duty to act in the place of any Metropolitan Borough 
Council which has failed to provide the necessary services. A 
decentralised system will probably be established for the adminis- 
tration of Home Assistance, but stress is laid on the need for 
adequate county control in order to secure uniformity and to 
spread the cost over the whole county. The local committees are 
to be composed of county councillors, or partly of county 
councillors and of representatives of the Metropolitan Borough 
Councils. 


The Position of Women. 


The co-operation of women in the administration of relief 
may be seriously affected if the present proposals become law. 
To-day 2,300 women guardians are members of 535 of the 625 
Boards of Guardians in England and Wales. Only 298 elected 
women are serving on the County and County Borough Councils, 
and there are 15 County Councils and 14 County Borough Councils 
to which no woman has been elected. A considerably larger 
number are, however, serving as co-opted members. The National 
Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship in common with our 
women’s organisations is of opinion that whatever form of 
administration is established, it is of the utmost importance to 
secure the inclusion of an adequate number of women either by an 
enlargement of the elected authorities or by increased use of the 
method of co-option, with a definite proviso that a certain number 
of the latter persons shall be women. 


The National Council of Women recently organised a conference 
of Women’s Societies which decided to ask the Minister of Health 
to receive a deputation dealing with this point. This deputation 
was sympathetically received on Tuesday, April 25th, 1927, when 
Mr. Neville Chamberlain promised to give the matter his con- 
sideration. 


Questions in the House have also been asked from time to 
time on this subject, and on May 17th, Sir Kingsley Wood, the 
Under-Secretary to the Ministry of Health, reported that the 
matter will be borne in mind in any new scheme of Poor Law 
Reform. . 


Nevertheless, in order to safeguard the services of women, 
Women’s Societies all over the country must be vigilant and take 
steps to bring their views before their Parliamentary Representa- 
tives and the Minister of Health. 


Association of Poor Law Unions’ Scheme. 


Alternative proposals have been prepared by the Association 
of Poor Law Unions, which advocates the establishment of an 
ad hoc Public Assistance Authority, which shall be popularly 
elected for ‘‘ general financial and administrative control in regard 
to all public assistance required as the result of indigence, poverty, 
destitution, sickness, accident or infirmity.’’ In addition to the 
present duties of Boards of Guardians, the new authority would 
be responsible for the administration of medical benefit, etc., 
under the National Insurance Acts, of Maternity and Child 
Welfare, and of the services in connection with Tuberculosis and 
Venereal Diseases. It would provide hospital and other institu- 
tional accommodation for the sick and for the treatment of 
infectious illnesses, lunacy and mental deficiency, and it is also 
suggested that the duties which are at present carried out by 
local bodies under the Old Age Pensions, Blind Persons, and 
Widows’, Orphans’ and Old Age (Contributory Pensions) Acts 
should be transferred to the new Public Assistance Authority. 
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